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Circus Veterinarian * 
C. C. Franks, D.V.M. 
Chief of the Iowa Bureau of 
Animal Industry 
T o ME a circus is full of glamour and intrigue and a source of never end-
ing mystery and fascination. Even the 
people that comprise the circus family are 
a different and peculiar lot compared to 
the rest of us humans. Circus people are 
individualists in the extreme and are 
worth your study, for they will give you 
a new and very interesting sidelight on 
the human race. My service as a circus 
veterinarian covers a period of 11 years, 
dating from 1919 to 1930, and was a very 
enjoyable and interesting experience. 
Among the domestic animals, we know 
that anyone of a certain species may re-
act in a greater or a lesser degree to the 
prescribed dosage of a certain drug, and 
that the treatment of each case is more or 
less an experiment. But when one is called 
to attend sick wild animals, both large 
and small, with no precedent established 
regarding treatment, there is an added 
zest and an intent wonderment as to just 
what the fruits of his efforts will be. I 
am not going to tell you how to treat wild 
animals, as your guess would be just as 
good as mine. After all, diagnosis is the 
keynote in treating diseases of any ani-
mal and in wild animals that often has to 
be done at long range. That is where a 
good attendant comes in handy. You must 
rely on him a lot, as he knows and prob-
ably recognizes the deviations from nor-
mal reactions much better than you. In 
the administration of medicine, guile 
should be practiced whenever possible, 
and concentrated doses should be con-
cealed in fruit, beef juice, milk, or any 
* This article was taken from an address by 
Dr. Franks given to the Iowa State chapter of 
Jr. A.V.M.A. on April 17, 1946. 
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other acceptable food. On the whole my 
procedure was pretty much as advised 
when approaching a railroad crossing: 
Stop! Look! Listen! 
Circus Horses 
All of you are familiar with horses. 
They make up a large part of the show 
livestock, and for that reason should not 
be overlooked. In the circus they are di-
vided into 2 classes: the baggage or work-
ing animals, and the ring stock. I do not 
classify them as draft and light horses, 
for as you know, the bare-back horses of 
the ring are drafters, and usually quite 
heavy. 
Gray is the popular choice of the bag-
gage horse, and the reason that this color 
is adhered to so closely is that if one is 
disabled, an understudy is easily avail-
able. If the various colored animals were 
used, extra horses would have to be car-
ried, or mismatched teams would result. 
In teams of more than 4 horses, the 
driver doesn't care much if his swing 
pairs are novices provided the wheel and 
lead pairs are experienced. 
If a baggage horse could talk, and was 
asked what in his life irked him the most, 
he would undoubtedly answer without 
hesitation, "My harness." You see, he 
even rides in the cars with it on, and 
lucky are the animals to be relieved of it 
for a while in the afternoons. To remove 
the harness and pack it away, then un-
pack it and replace it on the animal would 
require a prohibitive amount of time, 
labor, and space. 
Horses, it seems to me, are quite aver-
age in intelligence. One fall at a horse 
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sale held at the remount at Camp Dodge 
6 black geldings were purchased. That 
winter a trainer built them into an ex-
ceptionally good ring act, and they went 
out in the spring as one of the features. 
Horses are quite habitual in their du-
ties, and it takes quite a jolt to dissuade 
them. For instance: a tip-top lead team 
was hitched at the wheel of a heavy load, 
and when this team was ordered to lift 
the load over a rail, it refused-balked. 
But when hooked to the same load out at 
the end of the tongue, where it was much 
harder to pull, they never hesitated and 
lifted the load in an experienced manner. 
Jumping Horse 
On the other hand, a beautiful, spotted, 
broad-jumping horse named Rex, who 
could clear 4 of his kind like nobody's 
business, was spoiled by hokum. He was 
billed as jumping 8 horses; but the horses 
were placed 2 and 2, buttock to buttock. 
All went well for a time, then one day, 
after Rex had left the ground in his leap, 
the 2 horses on the far end of the jump 
decided to battle and swung out kicking 
viciously at one another. The result was 
a bad spill for Rex, and he lost all faith 
in his own kind. No amount of coaxing 
could induce him to work with them. 
They tried to build him up by using 1 
horse, but it was no go. Rex never jumped 
horses again. 
I would not have you think that horses 
do everything from habit, or that their 
power of reasoning is nil, for I think it is 
quite the contrary, and that to a limited 
extent animals have imagination, or the 
power to paint mental pictures and carry 
them out. 
Zebra 
Before leaving the horse I want to men-
tion a point of contrast between him and 
the zebra. One of the latter came in off 
the road one fall with occluded lachrymal 
ducts and weeping eyes. In attempting 
the usual procedure of irrigation, I found 
the external or distal openings of the 
ducts were in the roof of the nostril as in 
the mule, and not in the floor as in the 
horse. So it would seem, in this respect at 
least, the zebra resembles the ass family. 
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To the animal man, elephants, regard-
less of sex, are known as bulls. However, 
all circus elephants are females, the males 
being too unreliable and likely to run 
amuck. 
To me the elephant is the most intelli-
gent of all animals. It has been said that 
the number of things an elephant can be 
taught is limited only by the mental ca-
pacity of his trainer. To show that he rea-
sons understandingly, I will relate an in-
cident witnessed in the animal house. 
Columbia, the largest bull in the herd, 
saw a small board lying on the floor. She 
grasped it with her trunk, stepped on 
the other end with her foot and pulled 
upward breaking the board and leaving 
a jagged end on each piece. With these 2 
pieces she began luxuriously grooming 
herself, twisting and turning her body, 
and emitting low, mellow, trumpeting 
sounds from her trunk manifesting her de-
light. This same bull once stole the pad-
lock from a locker and kept it hidden in 
her mouth for 3 days. 
Species of Elephants 
The elephants of today are represented 
by 2 species: the Indian and the African. 
The latter is recognized by its enormous 
ears, which are much larger than the 
ears of the Indian elephant. 
An animal 8 to 9 feet in height and 
weighing 3 tons really is quite bulky. Old 
Jumbo, of Barnum circus fame, meas-
ured 10 feet and 9 inches tall. In 1935, 
they had in the New York Zoo a male 
elephant, who at 25 years of age, meas-
ured 10 feet 7 inches tall, and he still had 
about 25 years to grow. He probably has 
out stripped Jumbo for size. This bull had 
not permitted a keeper to enter his lot in 
years. 
The average age of elephants is said to 
be 70 to 80 years. They are immature at 
25, young from 25 to 35, full grown from 
35 to 45, middle aged from 45 to 50, and at 
50 to 60 they begin to decline. 
The trunk, next to the human hand, is 
most wonderful in its anatomical mechan-
ism. In addition to its use as a conveyor 
o~ food and water to the mouth, it is the 
organ of touch and smell, and· is very 
delicate and sensitive. 
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For teeth, the elephant has 24 molars, 
no canines, no lower incisors, but two 
upper incisors are present, and they are, 
as you have probably suspected, what we 
know as tusks. In the female these are 
sometimes rudimentary but some of them 
grow to enormous size, especially in the 
male. At the New York Zoo there is a pair 
of tusks the longest of which measures 
11 feet 5% inches in length and 18 inches 
in circumference at the base. The pair of 
them weigh 293 pounds. 
A full grown bull will each day con-
sume about 150 pounds of hay, several 
heads of lettuce, a quantity of other green 
vegetables, if they can be had, some corn 
stalks or fodder, and 15 or 20 loaves of 
bread for good measure. 
Elephants Do Forget 
All of you have heard that an elephant 
never forgets or forgives an injury. To the 
animal man that is just so much bunk, 
and I want to relate an incident that ex-
plodes this theory. Late in the season of 
1926 the elephants in one of the cars 
went on a rampage one night while in 
transit. During the free-for-all, a bull by 
the name of Ena received a badly chewed 
tail. When the train arrived at winter 
quarters I was called to examine Ena's 
tail and found some of the bones had been 
badly crushed and necrosis already well 
esta blished. 
Amputation was decided upon as 
the only intervention applicable. After 
this operation Ena manifested her dis-
like for me in no uncertain terms, tug-
ging at her chains and trumpeting rau-
cously every time I came within sight or 
smell. After a time her resentment be-
gan to abate and by the time the show 
was ready to go on the road again next 
spring she would tolerate me on the place. 
When she arrived home the next fall 
bad luck again had overtaken her in the 
form of what we would call a nail punc-
ture in a horse. Again I was called and 
Ena accepted me, not too gracefully, but 
nevertheless allowed me to examine her 
foot. She was told to lie down, and using 
no restraints whatsoever, I went to work. 
As is frequently found in the horse type 
of infection where several operations are 
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necessary, Ena's foot was cut and cut 
until I had decided that all diseased tissue 
had been removed and a good drainage 
established. Upon my return what had 
been healthy tissue on my last visit now 
was diseased. 
This case was so persistent that I had 
Ena down 25 times before the infection 
was headed and healing assured. During 
all that time she held her temper in check 
admirably, though now and then she would 
give a jerk and let out a slight moan when 
the sensitive tissue was too vigorously 
manipulated. But in the end we became 
real pals. 
The skin of these animals is quite 
tough, but in captivity it must be oiled at 
least twice each year or it becomes harsh 
and cracks. In that event an ideal environ-
ment for parasites is provided. In their 
native state the elephants keep their skins 
in good condition by bathing and wallow-
ing. Elephants do not breed in captivity. 
Hippopotamus 
The hippopotamus is another bulky ani-
mal. A full grown male weighing in the 
neighborhood of 3,000 pounds measures 
less than 4 feet in height. This is quite a 
contrast to the elephant, who at the same 
weight would measure better than 9 feet 
in height. 
These animals are native to Africa and 
in Abyssinia are found dwelling in a lake 
at an elevation of over 6,000 feet. "Hip" 
is an aquatic animal and naturally can 
dive and stay under water for some time. 
However, he does not prey on the other 
denizens of the water being strictly a vege-
tarian. At times he exudes from his skin 
a bright red secretion from which the 
term "sweating blood" may have origi-
nated. 
He consumes an enormous amount of 
food. His stomach when extended meas-
ures 9 feet in length and is capable of 
holding between 4 and 5 bushels of prov-
ender. He likes his hay and is fond of 
grain, apples, beets, carrots, cabbage and 
other common garden vegetables, and like 
the elephant, likes to top off a meal with a 
number of loaves of bread. They thrive 
well in captivity, breeding and repro-
duction has been quite successful. 
209 
For another c~mtrast I want to mention 
the giraffe which measures 18 feet from 
the soles of his feet to the tips of his 
horns, and whose neck is so different in 
architecture. Yet by comparison both 
giraffe and hippopotamus are true mam-
mals, each having 7 cervical vertebrae. 
Camels 
Camels are of two species: the Arab!an 
or dromedary with 1 hump, and the Bac-
trian camel of Central Asia having 2 
humps. The camel is far from beautiful 
and his temper is vicious. These traits are 
matched by his stupidity. However, cam-
els become quite tractable in captivity, 
but they show no appreciation or affection 
and resent any attempt to win their con-
fidence. 
Do not take any liberties with a camel, 
for he is entirely untrustworthy. His 
methods of defense are biting, kicking, 
and spitting, and he becomes really quite 
adept at the latter. The young camel will 
spit at you as soon as he can stand. This 
unpleasant habit also is characteristic of 
the camel's near relatives the llamas and 
alpacas. 
The Arabian camel or dromedary is the 
lighter in build and is much faster than 
the Bactrian, which is the beast of burden 
and can carry 500 pounds or more for 
long distances at a gait 2 to 3 miles per 
hour. A good riding camel will pace 8 
to 10 miles per hour and keep it up. 
Camels begin work at 5 years of age and 
continue for 15 or 20 years. 
While I had done some dentistry on 
camels and had treated a few for skin 
diseases and some for minor injuries, my 
first work of importance was an obstetrics 
case on February 28, 1927. Due in all 
probability to close confinement and lack 
of exercise of the mother during the last 
winter months, the little ones were born 
quite weak but we managed to save 2 or 
3 a year. 
When born, the baby camel has no hump 
or humps, but just a flap or flaps of skin, 
as the case may be. In a few days these 
flaps begin to fill. They are composed 
principally of a fatty substance which is 
a provision of nature for long endurance 
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and sustenance. When obliged to go with-
out food, the camel literally can live off 
of its own hump, which gradually reduces 
as the demand dictates and rebuilds when 
food is supplied in abundance. 
Owing to the peculiar conformation of 
their stomach compartments water can be 
retained for some time and camels live 
comfortably for several days without a 
drink. 
Field Marshal Lord Allenby is said to 
have used 60,000 camels in his campaign 
against the Turks in World War 1. 
Feeding 
Good judgment must be used in the 
feeding of the animals, and the care and 
selection of the feed is no trifling matter. 
During the home season horse flesh us-
ually is fed the carnivorous animals. The 
horses supplying his flesh are all pur-
chased on foot and slaughtered at the 
farm, so that they may be inspected both 
ante mortem and post mortem. 
The large cats are fed raw meat, as they 
refuse to eat that which is cooked. To 
compel slow eating the more bony por-
tions are fed to them. The smaller cats 
and other carnivora that can be induced 
to accept cooked food are fed in that man-
ner. Dog biscuits or cakes of crushed 
baked grains are sometimes fed. Cod liver 
oil is a necessary supplement during the 
winter months, when sunshine is so 
scarce. The animals are fasted at least 1 
day each week because in their wild state 
they often go several days without mak-
ing a kill. 
Here is an example of what faulty feed-
ing can do. A herd of 8 reindeer were im-
ported to be used on a Santa Claus 
sleigh in a pageant. These animals whic:h 
in their native state eat lichens, moss, 
bark and leaves in meager amounts were 
fed too generously of oats. All died of 
impaction except 1, and he was a glass-
eyed imp by the name of Satan-which 
bears out the old saying: the good die 
young. 
Bear Cub 
The baby camel was discussed in a 
limited way and I want to do the same 
with two other animals. The bear cub at 
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birth is a tiny little creature measuring 
only 8 or 9 inches from the tip of his nose 
to the end of his abbreviated tail and 
weighing about 14 ounces-depending 
upon the breed and the weight of his 
parents. Both the ears and eyes are closed. 
It is not unusual for an adult bear to 
weigh 450 to 500 pounds, and some of 
them much more, so that the baby weight 
mentioned, it readily can be seen how 
ridiculously small a bear cub is at birth, 
representing only about 1/500 of its 
mother's weight. 
Kangaroo 
Small as the bear cub is when born, 
compared to its mother's weight, the 
young kangaroo has it beaten a long way. 
The birth of the kangaroo many years ago 
was pretty much of a puzzle. But accord-
ing to Dr. Reed Blair of the New York 
Zoo, it is born in a comparatively rudi-
mentary condition and is sheltered during 
its development in a pouch called the 
marsupium which is a fold of skin on the 
abdomen. A kangaroo at birth weighs 
about 20 grains, is a triflle more than an 
inch long and not much thicker than a 
lead pencil. It is a tiny, naked, pinkish 
mass and with the exception of the front 
legs bears slight resemblance to the adult. 
It is by means of these legs that it fin-
ally succeeds in propelling itself to the 
pouch where it undergoes its mature de-
velopment while it remains attached to 
the teat for several months. It is com-
pletely developed and ready to leave the 
pouch after 6 months, when it is permit-
ted to shift for itself. It continues to use 
the pouch for a longer period as a haven 
of safety in case of fright. 
The highest leaping mammal is said to 
be the kangaroo. The great gray species 
of Australia, weighing 200 pounds, has, 
when hotly pursued, been known to clear 
an 11 foot fence. 
Monkeys are rather hard to train-not 
because they are dumb, but because they 
are so smart. They want to improvise and 
add to the act, and it is hard to get them 
to stick to their lines. 
I guess no circus side show would be 
co~nplete without reptiles of some sort. 
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My experience with them is practically 
nil. The principal ailment seems to be 
canker of the mouth. 
Restraint 
You may be interested in methods of 
restraint. Take an alligator for example. 
The head is swathed in burlap to blind-
fold him and to permit the binding of the 
jaws. A plank is then placed along his 
spine to which he is securely lashed fore 
and aft. Thus secured he can be turned 
on his back, plank and all, so that an 
examination or operation may be per-
formed, with or without anesthesia. 
A snake's tail is 6 times as long as his 
neck, which is 2 times as long as his head. 
In conclusion, it makes little difference 
where a practicing veterinarian's work 
takes him, it is pretty much the same. 
After all it is preventive measures that 
count-such measures as immunization, 
quarantining of new animals for a long 
enough time to warrant placing them 
among others, isolation of sick animals, 
sanitation, sunlight, fresh air and the 
careful selection and feeding of good 
wholesome food. 
All of those are the vital factors in the 
prevention and treatment of diseases of 
domestic or wild animals. The fact that 
very little sickness was encountered, es-
pecially among the carnivorous animals, 
reflects to the credit of the circus person-
nel. 
The ovum of the bitch is remarkable 
for the fact that at ovulation the first 
polar body has not been extruded. There-
fore, the ovum is not mature and cannot 
be fertilized for a few days until the polar 
body is shed. 
The normal coagulation time of blood 
varies greatly among the domestic ani-
mals. The horse blood coagulates the 
slowest with an average of 11% minutes. 
The normal coagulating times for the oth-
er species are: ox, 61f2 minutes; rabbit, 
4 minutes; sheep, 2V2 minutes; dog, 2% 
minutes; cat, 2 to 3 minutes; pig 1% to 3 
minutes, and fowl 1 to 3 minutes. 
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